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Dáwat, Pamahándí, Tawíd, Ságda, Lampísa, Ibabások, Lapát, Panedlák:  for most of 
us gathered here, these are words that we don’t usually use in our daily lives.  
Others may consider them as exotic, alien, funny and even backward. However, for 
indigenous kindred among us, these words denote an intimate identity and deep 
understanding of the world around them.  It constitutes a broader knowledge 
system, be written or otherwise, which guides them in the management of resources 
within their ancestral land.  This paper will provide a brief theoretical framework of 
the concepts of indigenous knowledge systems—hereinafter called IKS, and 
indigenous peoples food security, and hopefully a deeper or continued appreciation 




Indigenous peoples, if we are to use the data from the NCIP, today constitute 13.4 
percent of the total project population of the Philippines.2  Also according to the 
NCIP population data, the majority (61%) of the indigenous peoples are found in 
Mindanao while a third (33%) resides in Luzon, while 6%) are settled sparsely among 
the Visayas islands.3  But who are indigenous peoples?  To answer this, let me focus 
on what constitutes the concept of indigeneity. 
 
Indigeneity is anchored on factors such as historical continuity and collective identity. 
Historical continuity is characterized by prior occupation of land;  having been there 
before the entry of a colonizing population.  Collective identity is the awareness of 
the community’s difference, basing on shared experiences.  The thread that weaves 
these elements together is the indigenous peoples’ attachment to their land and 
resources.   
 
Most governments, including ours, have still failed to understand that land and 
resources are intimately embedded on the lives of indigenous peoples.  It is the 
indispensable physical space for the community to utilize resources, primary of 
which is food.4 
 
                                                 
1
 Paper presented at Advancing Indigenous Knowledge Systems for IP Food Security: A National Forum, 17 
November 2006, University of the Philippines Baguio 
2 NCIP data as of 15 November 2006. Available online at www.ncip.gov.ph 
3 Ibid.  
4 Burton, Erlinda M. The Quest Of The Indigenous Communities In Mindanao, Philippines: Rights To Ancestral 
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IP Food Security 
 
Food security is a reflected concept by the EED-TFIP. On one hand, it is the critical 
reference to the mainstream concept of having: available nutritious food at all 
times; stable income allowing people to acquire food; stability of supply and 
quantity of food, and; cultural acceptability.5 I say critical reference, because such 
parameters of food security must be used judiciously in the local context, taking 
into consideration several factors such as access, control and distribution of 
resources.  On the other hand, food security is the recognition that the said 
parameters could be genuinely achieved if indigenous peoples themselves will be 
given the inherent right to their own land, resources and self-development.  
 
 
Indigenous  knowledge systems 
 
In general, indigenous knowledge is the situated repository of shared information, 
tools, beliefs and and practical skills in which enables indigenous peoples to 
address the complexities of the physical and social environment. It acts as collective 
rules or guides in the utilization and management of resources within their land. 
 
There are several features attributed to IKS, to name a few: 
 
o IKS are contextual—. embedded within a society in which it can be developed 
and sustained6. It is situated in a particular ancestral domain and shared by 
IPs in a given space and time;  
 
o They are holistic.  Concepts, tools and activities can be understood only in 
terms of the indigenous practices or institutions in which they take part; and 
   
o They dynamically evolve through time.7 For instance, IP farmers experiment 
and modify technologies and practices suited to their needs and standards.  
 
It is also of the of these features, advancing IKS within the context of indigenous  
peoples food security must be given primacy.    More importantly, it is argued that 
indigenous knowledge systems may yield information that could be critical to the 
survival of the local ecosystem and even to the whole planet.8   
 
IKS and IP Food Security 
 
In a study we conducted with the EED Philippine  Partners’ Task Force on 
Indigenous Peoples’ Rights in 2003-2004, we have observed a disturbing trend 
towards food insecurity among indigenous peoples communities.   
 
Although varying in levels and situations, their access and control over their land 
and resources are in peril, resulting to a situation of coping over a deteriorating 
                                                 
5 Food and Agriculture Organization. Rome Declaration on World Food Security and World Food Summit Plan 
of Action. Rome, Italy, 13 to 17 November 1996. 
6 Adams, Potkanski and Sutton (1994). Also in Barrera-Bassols and Zinck (2003) Bebbington (1993), Davies 
(1994), Jewitt (2000), Myers (2002)  Pottier (2003) in Briggs (2005).   
7 Osunade (1988).  Also in Ortiz (1999),  musan & Warren (1996), Atte (1991); Rajasekaran, et al (1991) in 
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8 Rural Advancement Foundatio International, Conserving Indigenous Knowledge: Integrating Two Systems of 
Innovation. UNDP (1994), vii.  
quantity and quality of food reserves.  Results conducted revealed that there is a 
high incidence of food shortages among the Tumandok of Panay and Aeta of Luzon.  
In some communities like the Ifugao and Kankanaey (in the north), Erumanen and 
Escaya (in the south), communities have suffered varied but steady downward rates 
of financial indebtedness and economic dependency to dominant private 
agribusinesses.9  Among the Ibaloi of Benguet and Talaandig of Bukidnon-Misamis 
region, there had been a systematic appropriation of their ancestral land in favor of 
extractive industries such as large-scale mining and logging.  In addition, day-to-day 
activities are being disrupted among the Tumandok and some Kankanaey 
communities due to constant militarization.  In general, these external situations 
have seriously altered the ways of life of indigenous peoples, rendering them food 
insecure. 
 
This trend is a result of a mainstream development discourse of the state that 
generally treats their lands/territories as a resource base for national development 
but as a pretext, regards the livelihood and indigenous knowledge systems of 
indigenous communities as backward, passive and primitive.  
 
The agenda of the state is to integrate the indigenous communities into a 
homogenous market system. However such agenda is now challenged by indigenous 
peoples themselves mainly because main they have yet to enjoy the fruits of so-
called “growth” and “development”.  Fact of the matter is that such system have 
resulted to their exclusion, when adopted on the wholesale by indigenous peoples 
communities.  Some forms of exclusion is the disenfranchisement of their own land, 
livelihood insecurity, erosion and extinction of indigenous knowledge systems and 
socio-political institutions, and even mendicancy. It is likewise alarming that several 
indigenous peoples have fall victim of systematic elimination through extrajudicial 
killings, in which the Philippine government appears to continuously ignore. 
 
Nonetheless, a resurgence is happening in our indigenous communities.  It can be 
ascertained that exemplary and effective indigenous knowledge and socio-political 
institutions are re-vitalized and indeed go together with so-called modern 
techniques.  With the guidance of non-government organizations, there are 
promising cases, such as but not limited to: farm-based seed selection and 
innovation practices, community-based seed conservation projects, land titling 
using state instruments, to mass education, organizing and mobilization.  Concrete 
examples include: 1) land titling among the Aeta availing of the governments 
agrarian reform instruments; 2) several indigenous peoples communities 
formalizing land ownership using provisions of the Indigenous Peoples Rights Act 
(IPRA); 3)the Lampisa land stewardship and Holok pest management systems among 
the Kankanaey and Ifugao, respectively, and the Lapat sociopolitical system that 
addresses land use among the Banao in Abra.  These various strategies show the 
diversity of options they have chosen in exercising their self-determination in their 
everyday lives.  It exemplifies that indigenous peoples, when informed of the range 
of strategic options, including threats and opportunities, have the capacity to decide 
on their own development path.  The trajectory is to let them to identify their own 
development situation and prescribe and realize their own development objective.  
                                                 
9 Agricultural trade liberalization had dominated the permanent and intensive agriculture of traditional and 
cash crops, and in instances, had caused massive market failures causing the bankruptcy and indebtedness 
of IP farmers  
 
Within an atmosphere of dialogue and information exchange, composite civil society 
organizations, academic organizations and peoples’ organizations serve as bridges 
in advocating these rights, thus, enabling the capacities of indigenous peoples in 
translating their issues into real solutions. 
 
 
 
 
